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ABSTRACT
Too often, the drama treats mothering as the expected outcome of 
marriage or as a biological necessity for women. Yet, dramatic texts which 
address the issue of mothering do exist. This paper examines the unique 
mothering choices made by the central characters in three dramatic texts: 
Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal. Ruth Wolff’s The Abdication, and Wendy 
Wasserstein’s The Heidi Chronicles.
Chapter One introduces the selected theories of Ann Dally, Nancy 
Chodorow, and Barbara Katz Rothman, theorists whose diverse perceptions 
concerning mothering converge to provide an analysis of the complexity of 
mothering choices. Chapters Two through Four include analyses of the three 
selected plays. Each of these three chapters contains a synopsis, a brief 
production history of the text, and a section in which the selected theories of 
Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman are applied to the text. Chapter Five provides 
my conclusions concerning the mothering choices found within the three 
selected plays.
Within the texts of Machinal, The Abdication, and The Heidi 
Chronicles, I have highlighted the influences on mothering, and the restrictions 
these influences place on mothering. Through the application of the combined 
theories of Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman to these dramatic texts, the 
characters’ highly individual circumstances and choices are observed, as well 
as the necessity for liberty in women’s mothering choices.
VI
CHAPTER!
INTRODUCTION: MOTHERING CHOICES IN DRAMA
Motherhood is an institution so tightly bound up in society’s ideology that 
questioning it can be likened to questioning the very basis of society. The issue 
of mothering seems to be one to avoid, or at the very least, it is often 
overlooked. Too often the drama, in particular, treats mothering as the expected 
outcome of marriage or as a biological necessity for women. Although dramatic 
texts which confront the issue of mothering do exist, few are analyzed for their 
perspectives concerning mothering. Because mothering is assumed to be a 
“natural choice” for women in our culture, texts like Arthur Miller’s Death of a 
Salesman and Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie include characters 
who are mothers, but these characters are often portrayed within the drama as 
stereotypically nurturing and over-protective. The plays fail to specifically 
address the choices surrounding mothering.
Just as the drama tends to overlook the complexity of mothering, most 
critical analyses of mothering are also limited. Among the theories on 
mothering, there seems to be little space for varying opinions and options; many 
theorists either condemn mothering as oppressive, or praise it as an important 
value in society. Even among feminist theorists, who provide intelligent, 
important analyses of many gender-related ideological questions, there is a 
tendency to offer minimal analysis of motherhood. As author Lynda Hart affirms, 
motherhood is “probably the most hotly contested site for women both inside
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and outside of feminist theories” (125), and mothering is often depicted by 
theorists with the extremes of good or bad, black or white. Society accepts 
mothering as woman’s sole destiny, while much of feminist theory depicts 
mothering as woman’s oppression. For women who wish to avoid both 
extremes, there are few examples to look to, and even less support.
The extremity of these analyses suggests that mothering is a complex 
choice which cannot be evaluated as solely positive or negative. Perhaps the 
complexity of this issue is the reason for its frequent dismissal by many 
playwrights and critics. Then again, perhaps mothering is still viewed by the 
majority of individuals as a primarily biological fact. Despite the reluctance of 
many dramatic critics and playwrights to deal specifically with the issue of 
mothering, texts that do represent mothering as a complex choice are available 
and even seem to be written more frequently in our current day. Three texts 
which offer the potential for complex analyses of mothering are: Machinal by 
Sophie Treadwell, The Abdication by Ruth Wolff, and The Heidi Chronicles by 
Wendy Wasserstein. Within these dramatic texts, I will analyze the three central 
characters regarding their mothering choices.
My examination of the central characters within these dramatic texts will 
focus specifically on the effects of women’s mothering on female children. If I 
were to examine the mothering of male children, my analysis would no doubt be 
different. Although the scope of my analysis is limited to mother-daughter 
relationships, as Ann Dally asserts
The word ‘mother’ is essentially female but those who do the mothering 
are sometimes male___[mothering] is a quality or a group of qualities,
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that is by no means confined to tre  female sex and often not found in
mothers [women who have borne children]. . .  (13)
Daily’s inclusive description of mothering alludes to a “group of qualities” which 
should be present in individuals who nurture children. Here, Dally seems to 
include in her definition of mothering such qualities as: the ability to nurture a 
child both physically and emotionally, and the ability to provide a child with a 
sense of security and self-esteem. Dally and other progressive theorists tend to 
define mothering in light of the qualities needed to mother a child, rather than by 
the gender of the individual who provides care. Yet, in society the term 
“mothering” seems to refer specifically to women. Although most theorists 
include males in their definitions of mothering, for the purpose of my analysis, 
less confusion is raised if the more traditional definition of mothering is 
maintained. Here, “mothering” will refer to the nurturing of female children 
conducted exclusively by women.
Because mothering is an integral element of society, particularly for 
women, it is difficult to evaluate motherhood apart from its seemingly “natural” 
place in society. Ann Dally explains this phenomenon and society’s treatment 
of motherhood, she asserts that “The ideas of society tend to be reflected and 
eventually enshrined in its way of life, its institutions and architecture, and its 
economic structure and planning” (281-282). Dally would agree that, not 
surprisingly, the drama tends to reflect society’s inclination to treat mothering as 
a natural desire easily accepted by all women.
Since it would be impossible to provide a complete examination of the 
value of mothering in the three dramatic texts, my analysis will attempt to 
illustrate the individual mothering choices made by the three central characters
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within the plays. In examining the choices made by these characters, I intend to 
represent the nurturing of children as a complex choice; I will show how the 
characters’ mothering choices are dependent upon the individual 
circumstances of the characters involved, rather than just their inherent biology. 
The choices made by these characters develop out of complex circumstances 
involving psychological and cultural influences, and perhaps least of all, the 
characters’ biology. In order to analyze the mothering choices depicted in the 
dramatic texts, I will employ selected elements from the theories of Ann Dally, 
Nancy Chodorow, and Barbara Katz Rothman.
Each of the three theorists mentioned above provides a slightly different 
perspective of mothering, all of which are necessary in my examination of the 
range of choices dramatized within these three texts. Ann Daily’s concept of the 
“idealization of motherhood” will lay the historical and theoretical groundwork 
for my analysis. Additionally, Dally provides another useful theory of mothering 
which disputes the often unquestioned existence of “maternal instinct.” 
Chodorow, like Dally, rejects maternal instinct and also refers to mothering as 
an inherited psychological pattern passed from mother to daughter. 
Complementing the other theories, Rothman describes three additional but 
overlooked influences on mothering: patriarchy, technology, and capitalism. 
These selected theories of Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman will help me to 
distinguish mothering as a complex combination of history, psychology, and 
sociology, all factors affecting women and their mothering.
Mothering: Selected Theories of Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman
Ann Dally, in Inventing Motherhood, provides a detailed historical and 
theoretical study of mothering and the factors which contribute to what she 
terms “the idealization of the mother” (17). Although Dally contends that “Each 
subsequent age and society has defined [mothering] in its own terms and 
imposed its own restrictions and expectations on mothers” (17), she points 
specifically to the thirty years before and after World War II as the period during 
which the concept of the idealization of motherhood occurred.
Prior to this period of nineteenth and twentieth-century idealization 
outlined by Dally, the role of mothering was relegated to women primarily 
because of their biology. Although society’s influence on mothering was 
certainly significant during this time, the role of the mother was not as strictly 
defined as it came to be during the late nineteenth century. As Dally contends, 
before the idealization of motherhood occurred, the community of the extended 
family prevailed, rather than the modern concept of the nuclear family, including 
father, mother, and children. Unlike the modern nuciear family in which roles 
are strictly defined, roles within the extended family were fluid, which meant that 
women were not solely responsible for nurturing children; men shared in this 
responsibility. As Dally asserts:
This open, unemotional, authoritarian and materialistic type of family
gradually changed___The nuclear family became more closed off, and
its boundaries more defined. Patriarchy, which had . . .  been strong, was 
increased and was actively encouraged by the rise of puritanism. (53)
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This change in the family, Dally contends, eventually encouraged the isolation 
of mothers with their children, a situation which had not existed before the 
nineteenth century.
According to Dally, the idealization of motherhood became essential 
during the late nineteenth century. Nearing the end of the Victorian era, women 
were encouraged to refrain from taking part in the world of men, business, 
finance, and in other “serious” matters. Their station in life was to rest easily at 
home with their children. Having been separated from the working world and 
now cloistered in the home with their offspring, women became restless and 
discouraged. In order to keep women out of the work force and in the home, 
Dally theorizes there had to be a reason for their seclusion. Mothering was 
already perceived as woman’s role, but “The idea of motherhood grew with 
idealization. And, during the Victorian era, the idealization of the mother 
strengthened the idealization of the wife and woman” (Dally 17). Subsequent to 
strict Victorian standards, the mother was depicted in society as the ultimate 
figure of religious purity and abundant nurturance. Motherhood became 
woman’s top priority, and her idealization was the means by which she was 
kept in the home.
Although the idealization of mothering may seem to be a time-honored 
phenomenon, beginning long before the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Dally asserts that its effects are actually more prevalent today than they were in 
the distant past. Daily’s theory of idealization disputes the traditional idea that 
exclusive mothering by individual women was prominent well before the 
twentieth century: “The situation of isolating mothers [with children] is often 
presented as the natural state of affairs which always used to exist, which was
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sontehow ruined by industrialization and social change and must now be 
restored” (277). Dally finds that, historically, sole mothering by women did not 
become the ideal until well into this century. As Daily’s contention illustrates, 
although we accept this sole-mothering concept, “in thirty years of intensive 
research this theory is still unproven” (277). Yet, without proof of the necessity 
of exclusive mothering by women, society maintains the view that this should be 
woman’s role, and that mothering is a woman’s greatest accomplishment, in 
which all women should, and will find fulfillment.
Perhaps even more disturbing is the fact, according to Dally, that a 
woman’s role became very narrowly defined as recently as the late nineteenth 
century. So by the turn of the century, the idealization of motherhood firstly 
meant that women were expected to be mothers. Secondly, it meant that they 
were expected to mother in a certain fashion. Echoing Daily’s perception of 
mothering, Ann Kaplan describes the nineteenth-century idealization of 
motherhood: “An array of so-called authorities - priests and clergymen, doctors, 
philosophers, professors, writers, journalists, and others, all largely m ale. . .  
took it upon themselves to define for mothers what their role should be” (21). 
Kaplan states that women were subject to new standards of mothering, which 
determined that proper mothering of children occurred in the home. In addition, 
these prescriptions, made by men, required mothers to be the utter visions of 
perfection: religiously pure and ever-nurturing. Such romanticized expectations 
of mothers can be perceived in Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal, and to a lesser 
degree in the texts of The Abdication and The Heidi Chronicles.
Although the expectations placed upon mothers in the Victorian-inspired 
society of the late nineteenth century seemed to romanticize the role of the
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mother, Dally also suggests the idealization of motherhood occurred as a result 
of women’s restlessness. Dally contends: “Idealization . . .  is a means, albeit 
inadequate, of tolerating an intolerable situation without having to face up to it 
or to recognize it for what it is. But idealization leads to vicious circles, for it 
prevents understanding and insight” (21). Because women did not immediately 
appreciate their recent relegation to the home, the role of the mother was 
elevated to new heights of importance and reverence.
Just as this idealization occurred in response to women’s unrest, the 
idealization of motherhood, referred to by Dally, involved more than idealized 
visions of motherhood. Dally fully explains such idealization in the following as: 
. . .  a feeling of love towards something or somebody towards whom one 
actually has feelings of both love and hata The hate is ignored and so 
kept from consciousness. The love is unrealistic because it is separated 
from the hate with which it is actually inextricably connected. (93)
Here, Dally contends that idealization placed mothers upon pedestals, giving 
them a revered position in society. At the same time, the unacknowledged 
hatred toward the object of idealization-the mother-had to be expressed. This 
hate was often released
. . .  by controlling [the mother] - refusing to countenance the idea of her 
working or doing anything for herself, expecting her to be at [her 
husband’s] beck and call, insisting on rigid separation, keeping careful 
watch on her movements, and perhaps actually degrading her and 
turning her into less of a person than she was before, a mere appendage 
to himself to be used for his convenience. (Daily 95)
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Dally asserts that women, as mothers, were literally held in a subordinate 
position through their idealization. Although the superficial Victorian attitude 
toward motherhood seemed to be one of respect and reverence, the 
idealization of mothering was, in reality, stifling and harmful. The stifling effects 
of this love-hate relationship of mothers to their offspring, and also to their 
spouses is particularly evident in the dramatic texts of The Abdication and 
Machinal.
Further, Dally states that turn-of-the-century idealization of the mother, 
inspired by Victorian values, began to change as world politics came into sharp 
focus with the first World War. As men joined, or were drafted into the military, 
women moved into the work force to take their places. During both World War I 
and World War II, women had a taste of life outside their homes, away from 
children and from complete domestic responsibility. When the men finally came 
home, in order to restore families to “normal,” women were again relegated into 
the home so that the men could resume their work. The collective childcare of 
the war years was discouraged, and the concept of the idealization of 
motherhood was returned to society.
According to Dally, however, the idealization of the early twentieth 
century took on a climate unlike that of the late nineteenth century: “What was 
new about this situation was the official idealization that now occurred. One 
might say that women had won enough freedom so that government action and 
pressures were now needed if they were to be kept down and segregated” (97). 
As Dally states, twentieth-century idealization was more political in nature than 
religious or moral. Dally further contends that mothers were-and are-idealized 
for the benefit of a capitalistic economy. This “official” idealization spoken of by
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Dally, can be observed within the texts of Machinal, The Abdication, and The 
Heidi Chronicles.
This discussion of Daily’s theory of the idealization of motherhood 
illustrates the manner in which women’s mothering came to be controlled and, 
essentially, constructed. In addition to her theory of the idealization of 
mothering, Ann Dally also provides a critique of what is perhaps even more 
deeply ingrained in society’s beliefs concerning mothering: the “maternal 
instinct.” According to Dally, the term “maternal instinct” is more than a 
misconception, it is a misnomer for another phenomonon called the 
“unconscious.” What may have existed in pre-history as maternal instinct, Dally 
contends, is now attributed to the unconscious. Dally places the desire to 
mother-or not to mother-in the “unconscious” recesses of the human mind. 
Despite a lack of proof of the existence of maternal instinct, it is still widely 
accepted in modern culture.
While Dally admits that a maternal instinct may have existed when 
human beings began to evolve, she describes its hypothetical existence only as 
a method of survival and regeneration of the species. Human beings have 
developed far beyond the stages when survival was the primary goal. In the 
1952 feminist manifesto, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir provides a 
critique similar to Daily’s. De Beauvoir writes “no maternal ‘instinct’ exists: the 
word hardly applies, in any case, to the human species” (570). Both 
de Beauvoir and Dally indicate that the existence of maternal instinct does not fit 
the advanced state of human awareness, particularly since instinct ignores the 
effects of an individual’s social environment. Therefore, since the term 
“maternal instinct” is falsely interpreted, Daily’s negation of the instinct allows for
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more individual differences among women. The characters of the Young 
Woman in Machinal and Christina in The Abdication do not exhibit maternal 
instinct. Even the character of Heidi, who adopts a child in The Heidi 
Chronicles, rejects “maternal” feelings. Daily’s rejection of the concept of 
maternal instinct illuminates the differences in women’s choices of mothering in 
these selected texts.
Like Dally, Nancy Chodorow in The Reproduction of Mothering also 
rejects maternal instinct. However, Chodorow does argue that a woman’s 
predisposition toward mothering commences in the earliest relationship with 
her mother. Within this early relationship, the infant daughter’s unconscious 
mental processes develop, based on the mother-daughter relationship. 
Chodorow concludes that mothering occurs in a cyclical pattern from mother to 
daughter, and is a product of the unconscious mind.
Chodorow utilizes Freudian psychoanalytic theory to describe women’s 
mothering. As a feminist psychoanalyst, she revises male-oriented Freudian 
thought by specifically focusing on the development of women. According to 
Chodorow, Freud’s pronouncement that “Anatomy is destiny,” (154) is not the 
basis of women’s mothering. Though Chodorow does credit psychoanalytic 
theory for the discovery of the unconscious mind, she rejects the notion that 
women nurture children solely because of their anatomy. For Chodorow, it is 
through the mother-infant relationship that three important processes occur. 
These processes prepare women for mothering:
Most important, the basic psychological stance for parenting is founded 
during this period. Second, people come out of it with the memory of a 
unique intimacy which they want to recreate Finally, people’s early
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experience of their relationship with their mother provides a foundation
for expectations of women as mothers. (Chodorow 57)
Based on Chodorow’s contention, mothering is “reproduced” in women 
because of the close relationship of mother-to-daughter. Chodorow’s 
conclusions about the mother-daughter relationship help to explain some of the 
choices made by the Young Woman within the text of Machinal, and Christina 
within the text of The Abdication.
Additionally, Chodorow states that because mothers and daughters 
share a similar biology, their psychological processes also develop similarities: 
“A girl does not simply identify with her mother or want to be like her mother. 
Rather, mother and daughter maintain elements of their primary relationship 
which means they will feel alike in fundamental ways” (110). Chodorow further 
asserts that during puberty a girl “confronts all the social and psychological 
issues of being a woman. . .  [and that]. . .  In a society in which gender 
differences are central, this confrontation emphasizes her tie to and 
identification with her mother” (136). As Chodorow maintains, the reproduction 
of mothering is a result of both the unconscious and society’s gender-scripting 
of women. Within the texts of Machinal and The Abdication. Chodorow’s 
evaluation of mothering accurately describes the characters’ circumstances.
Also applicable to my study is Chodorow’s object-relations theory, which 
is based on the Freudian oedipal complex, a stage during which the male infant 
must resolve his feelings for his mother by deferring to the will of the father. 
Expanding upon Freud’s predominantly male-oriented analysis, Chodorow 
argues: “it seems clear that the oedipal situation is not all one way, nor is it a 
direct product of biology. It is an object-relational experience, in which what is
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going on among family members is causally important for a child’s 
development” (159). According to Chodorow, object-relations theory departs 
from traditional psychoanalytic theory in its attention to both genders and its 
acknowledgement of the influence of society and culture on the developing 
individual.
Among the social and cultural influences underscored by object-relations 
theory is the child’s relationships with others. As Chodorow points out, “[a 
child’s development] is an object-relational experience in which what is going 
on among family members is causally important for a child's development”
(159). The object-relational process, then, involves certain actions on the part 
of the child: “A child both takes into itself conflictual relationships as it 
experiences them, and organizes these experiences of self-in-relationship 
internally. What is internalized becomes unconscious and persists more or less 
independent of that original relationship” (Chodorow 50). From Chodorow’s 
theory we realize that the child develops distinct psychological characteristics 
based on object-relational choices made in early-infancy; these unconscious 
characteristics are retained and affect the individual throughout his or her Ufa 
As a woman approaches adulthood and is faced with the decision to mother or 
not to mother, her early experiences remain influential.
Taking into account a woman’s early experiences, Chodorow’s theory of 
the reproduction of mothering examines the inherited pattern in which 
mothering seems, at times, to occur. Chodorow’s assertion that mothering 
choices develop from a child’s early relationships helps to describe the mother- 
daughter situations depicted in the texts of Machinal and The Abdication. 
Although the central characters within these texts choose not to mother, the
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mother-daughter relationships depicted within the texts seem to have 
developed, in part, as a result of the object-relational processes described in 
Chodorow’s theory of mothering. As a result of object-relational experiences 
occurring within the mother-daughter relationships, the central characters in 
these texts have formed specific dispositions toward mothering.
While ft is true that Chodorow describes the situations of women who 
choose to become mothers, she places little emphasis on the circumstances of 
the environmental and social effects on woman’s mothering. Chodorow’s 
theory provides an in-depth analysis of object-relations theory, but she stops 
short of examining the actual scope of society and how it affects those 
relationships between mother and child. Despite Chodorow’s limited focus, her 
theory is crucial to an examination of the complexity of choices surrounding 
women’s mothering.
Chodorow’s theory is useful, but when enhanced by Barbara Katz 
Rothman’s theory, both theories provide an even stronger theoretical 
perspective through which mothering can be examined. Rothman’s theory 
includes a critique of three major ideologies found in society: patriarchy, 
technology, and capitalism. Rothman has found that these ideological factors 
which influence mothering are downplayed because “people often think that 
biology is beyond culture, beyond ideology” (55). As Rothman asserts, biology 
is thought to be “natural” or “in nature,” and therefore, untouched by society. 
However, Rothman would agree that by “defining mothering as essentially 
biological, moral, and timeless, the patriarchal state is relieved of the necessity 
to make material, political, and temporal arrangements to assist it” (O’Barr 3).
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Therefore, a patriarchal society can relinquish responsibility for women’s 
mothering by keeping it a part of nature, and beyond society’s influence.
Firstly, Rothman defines patriarchy as “any system of male superiority 
and female inferiority . . . .  Patriarchal kinship is the core of what is meant by 
patriarchy: the idea that paternity is the central social relationship” (29). 
Rothman asserts, patriarchal ideology is a source of oppression for women’s 
mothering, because it values mothers only for their ability to produce children- 
the children of men. As Rothman points out, “Men control women as daughters, 
much as they control their sons, but they also control women as the mothers of 
men’s children. It is women’s motherhood that men must control to maintain 
patriarchy” (30). Rothman believes that men retain control over women’s 
mothering in patriarchal society to ensure their own importance, and encourage 
their sons to believe this, thereby reinforcing the patriarchy.
Although the patriarchy is still influential in modern mothering, the role of 
women’s mothering has also changed with the development of technology. 
According to Rothman, the influence of technology also places specific 
restraints on women’s mothering. Since the Industrial Revolution, the rise of 
techonology has not only altered the production of goods and medical 
knowledge, but it has also altered the way people see themselves. “As we think 
of ourselves, our bodies and our social organizations, as machinery, we think 
less about what we are, and more about what we are for, what we can make” 
(Rothman 50). When the focus of human life becomes “what we can make,” 
childbearing and mothering become sources of production, the impersonal 
functions of a machine. In this manner, modern technology separates women’s 
feelings from the act of mothering.
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Closely related to the ideology of technology is the influence of 
capitalism. According to Rothman, capitalism is also responsible for the state of 
women’s mothering. She notes:
ft may seem farfetched to apply this ideology to motherhood and to 
children. But the family has always been an economic unit as well as a 
social and psychological unit. What is new, perhaps, is the shift from 
children as workers to children as commodities, accompanying the 
change in the family from its role as a unit of production to its role as a 
unit of consumption. (27-28)
Rothman believes that children support capitalist society not only as the 
products of women’s labor, but as consumers. In order for capitalism to thrive, 
new consumers must enter the market to purchase new products that 
continually become available. The results of mothering, then, are significant as 
a source of gain for capitalism.
The three ideologies, patriarchy, technology, and capitalism, function 
together, imposing certain standards on women’s mothering, in Rothman’s 
view. She argues. “In patriarchal ideology, the child is the extension of the man. 
In capitalist ideology, the child is the repository of wealth” (74). And in 
technological ideology, the child is the product which secures this wealth. For 
as Rothman states:
Women may simply be seen to own the space in which fetuses are 
housed. This is an argument on which attempts to control women’s 
behavior during pregnancy are based: owning her own body is not 
enough to assure her civil liberties if her body is believed to contain the 
property of someone else, somebody else’s baby. (73)
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When the ideologies of patriarchy, technology, and capitalism claim ownership 
and control of women’s mothering, as Rothman contends, nothing is left to 
woman-least of all herself. Rothman’s critique of society’s influence on 
women’s mothering further illuminates the characters’ choices in the texts of 
Machinal, The Abdication, and The Heidi Chronicles.
Just as Rothman describes women’s mothering in terms of three distinct 
social ideologies as stated here, my analysis of three characters who make 
distinct choices concerning mothering will draw from the selected theories 
described previously. I will attempt to synthesize these selected theories of 
Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman in order to examine the mothering choices of 
the three selected c haracters. It is my contention that an examination of 
mothering choices, involving differing but related perspectives, will provide a 
more inclusive critique of mothering within dramatic texts, than is often 
perceived by society.
CHAPTER II
.’MACHINAL: CHOOSING NOT TO NURTURE
Machinal: Synopsis
Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal focuses on a female character who 
chooses not to nurture her child. Mothering, as defined in Chapter One, 
includes certain qualities which allow an individual to nurture a child physically 
and emotionally, and to provide the child with a sense of security. Women who 
physically give birth to children are typically referred to as “mothers” in society, 
however, Dally maintains that mothering is “by no means confined to the female
sex and often not found in mothers [women who have borne children]-----” (13).
As Daily’s definition of mothering suggests, although the Young Woman gives 
birth to a child, her refusal to nurture the child is clearly a choice not to mother.
Within this dramatic text, the lack of choices which exist in mothering is 
emphasized by a mechanical world obsessed with production and profit, rather 
than individuality and intimacy. Machinal’s central character, simply named a 
Young Woman, finds herself living in a machine-like world where requirements 
are disguised as choices. From the beginning of the play, which opens in a 
noisy, bustling office, it is clear that the Young Woman represents a cog that 
does not properly fit this machine. After the Young Woman receives a marriage 
proposal from her boss, Mr. J., in Episode One, the play moves along rapidly in
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a chain-reaction of events: the young woman informs her mother of the 
proposal, marries Mr. J., and finds herself on her honeymoon in a strange room 
with a man she hardly knows. Although it would seem that the Young Woman 
chooses to marry, it seems to be one of her only options since she cannot 
support herself and her aging mother on a secretary’s salary. Pregnancy soon 
follows marriage, and the Young Woman must not only submit to a loveless 
marriage, but she is also expected to produce a child she does not want, with a 
man she does not desire.
Despite her apparent distaste for this mothering experience, the Young 
Woman is virtually forced to nurture her husband’s child. Eventually, the Young 
Woman finds a small amount of joy in an extra-marital affair. When this does 
not provide lasting solace, the Young Woman strikes out by killing the nearest 
source of her oppression, her husband. Ending this quick succession of events, 
the Young Woman is found guilty of murder, despite her pleas for help, and is 
condemned to die in the gas chamber. Ironically, in the moments before her 
death, the Young Woman does reach out to her child, seemingly to warn her 
daughter about the machine of society which will try to control her choices in life 
as well.
Machinal: Selected Production History
Early reviews of Machinal tended to overlook the issue of motherhood 
and women's rights altogether, despite Treadwell’s sharp critique of society- 
enforced mothering within the text. One prominent critic, J. Brooks Atkinson, in 
a September 1928, review of Machinal in The New York Times did
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acknowledge that the Young Woman "wants to be let alone. Elementary things 
to desire, they are rights to which everyone should be entitled" (1). With this 
admission, Atkinson seems to defend the Young Woman’s right to refuse the 
ro'o of mothering. Yet, in the same review he goes on to characterize the 
Young Woman as "too unresourceful to save herself. Inevitably the weakling 
submits; yet submission seals her doom" (1). What Atkinson fails to recognize 
in Machinal, is the entrapment of the Young Woman in the roles of wife and 
mother, roles that she is not only encouraged, but expected by society to fulfill.
More than sixty years have passed since Machinal's debut, yet reviews of 
its modern day revivals often provide interpretations similar to the reviews of the 
1920s. Edith Oliver, in an October 1990, review of a production of Machinal at 
the Public Theatre in New York, quotes Charles Brackett’s review of the 1928 
production: "This heroine is a whining, neurotic girl full of self pity and 
repressions. . .  I should say that she was the kind of girl whose miseries might 
lead her to develcp asthma or hay fever'" (114). Ironically, Oliver, a woman of 
the Nineties, also dismisses Machinal’s central character as a hypochondriac 
with irrational fearr. Like her predecessor, Brackett, Oliver fails to understand 
society’s role in controlling the Young Woman’s choices and enforcing her 
repression.
Finally, in a Theatre Journal review of the same 1990 production, Jill 
Dolan emphasizes the virtual absence of choices available to the Young 
Woman of Machinal. Dolan asserts: "If Rice’s [The Adding Machine] used 
expressionist theatricality to rail against the suppression of 'man' in an 
increasingly impersonal urban universe, Treadwell's play uses similar 
techniques to describe that alienation as gendered" (96). Unlike many critics of
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Machinal, Dolan acknowledges the inherent significance of gender within this 
dramatic text, suggesting that “Treadwell’s text ironizes the liberal humanist 
notion that all men are born free, [since] this is clearly not the case for women” 
(97). Though others deny the issue, Dolan’s critique of Machinal calls into 
question society’s attempt to control women’s choices, particularly their choices 
in mothering.
Machinal: An Analysis of the Young Woman’s Mothering Choices
Though she has experienced pregnancy and labor, the Young Woman in 
Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal chooses not to nurture her child. While the birth 
of a child seems to be an immediate event, the Young Woman’s disposition 
toward mothering has developed since her earliest relationship with her own 
mother. As Chodorow explains, “Differing orientations to parenting are located 
in the development of relational capacities and intrapsychic structure. . .  [which] 
emerge from processes of internalization” (49). In other words, individuals like 
the Young Woman develop varying orientations to parenting due to their 
psychological relationships with their own parenting figures. As described 
earlier in Chapter One, Chodorow’s theory recognizes that daughters grow up 
to be mothers because of the “sameness of daughters to their mothers” 
(Rothman, 221). While some mothers and daughters may experience 
psychological “sameness” as a result of this close bond, it seems likely that 
other mothers and daughters do not experience the mother-daughter 
relationship as intimate and nurturing. Expanding upon Chodorow’s theory of 
“sameness,” it can be inferred that mothers and daughters who experience
22
estrangement in their relationships encounter “difference” rather than 
“sameness” within the mother-daughter bond.
The mother-daughter relationship experienced by the Young Woman of 
Machinal seems to be one of “difference.” Treadwell dramatizes this type of 
relationship in Episode Two. Although the early phases of childhood and 
adolescence are not depicted within the text, the distant quality of the Young 
Woman’s relationship with her Mother seems to be the culmination of years of 
failing to relate As she tries to talk with her Mother about the future and a 
potential marriage to Mr. J., the Young Woman’s conflicting emotions are 
evident:
YOUNG WOMAN: Ma! Listen! Listen! --There’s a man wants to marry
me
MOTHER: {Stops clattering [dishes]-s/fs} What man?
YOUNG WOMAN: He says he fell in love with my hands.
MOTHER: In love! Is that beginning again? I thought you were over that!
YOUNG WOMAN: I got to get married ma.
MOTHER: What do you mean?
YOUNG WOMAN: I gotta.
MOTHER: You haven’t got in trouble, have you?
YOUNG WOMAN: Don’t talk like that!
MOTHER: Well, you say you got to get married-what do you mean?
YOUNG WOMAN: Nothing.
MOTHER: Answer me!
YOUNG WOMAN: All women get married, don’t they?
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MOTHER: Nonsense! (Treadwell 262-263)
The Young Woman’s confusion about love and marriage may stem from her 
distant relationship with her mother. She looks to her mother for help, but the 
Mother’s only concern is that her daughter has “got in trouble.” Dismissing the 
Young Woman’s questions, the Mother does not show concern about the Young 
Woman’s fear and bewilderment at the prospect of marriage.
As the scene progresses, it becomes clear that the Mother’s foremost 
concern is her own welfare. When she finds out that it is the Young Woman’s 
boss, Mr. J., who has asked to marry her, the Mother’s advice changes 
considerably:
MOTHER: Vice-President! His income must be-Does he know you’ve 
got a mother to support?
YOUNG WOMAN: Yes.
MOTHER: What does he say?
YOUNG WOMAN: All right.
MOTHER: How soon you going to marry him?
(Treadwell 263-264)
Suddenly, the Mother is in favor of the Young Woman’s potential marriage to 
Mr. J. Knowing that Mr J. can provide for both her daughter and herself, the 
Mother ignores the Young Woman’s apparent uncertainty about marriage 
The Young Woman, desperately in need of guidance, tries to 
communicate to her Mother the disgust she feels for Mr. J. Repeatedly, the 
Mother brushes off her daughter’s questions:
YOUNG WOMAN: Oh, Ma-tell me!
MOTHER: Tell you what?
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YOUNG WOMAN: Tell me-[Words suddenly pouring ouf\ Your skin 
oughtn’t to curl-ought it-when he just comes near you—ought it? That’s 
wrong, ain’t it? You don’t get over that, do you-ever, do you or do you? 
How is it, Ma-do you?
MOTHER: Do you what?
YOUNG WOMAN: No-let me finish, Ma! No-let me finish! I just mean 
I’ve never found anybody-anybody-nobody’s ever asked me-till now - 
he’s the only man that’s ever asked me-And I suppose I got to marry 
somebody-all girls d o - (Treadwell 265-266)
As the Young Woman struggles to find some encouragement or help from her 
Mother, all the Mother seems able to say is “You’re crazy” (Treadwell 266). 
Eventually, the Young Woman’s frustration becomes too much to bear and she 
lashes out at her Mother, crying, “Ma-if you tell me that again I’ll kill you!” 
(Treadwell 266). Immediately, the Mother reacts by turning the situation back 
around on the Young Woman. She manipulates the Young Woman with guilt: 
My own child! To be spoken to like that by my own child!. . .  You’re all 
I’ve got in the world-and you don’t want me-you want to kill m e . . .  I’ve 
worked for you and slaved for you!. . .  I brought you into the world!. . .  
You’re flesh of my flesh and-” (Treadwell 266-267)
The Mother’s manipulation finally pushes the Young Woman to accept her fate: 
a marriage to Mr. J. which will provide financial support for both the Young 
Woman and her Mother. The sharp contrast of values demonstrated by the 
Young Woman and her Mother suggests that their relationship is marred by 
bitterness and a lack of understanding.
25
Based on the difficulties demonstrated in this mother-daughter 
relationship, gender alone does not guarantee mothers and daughters the 
relationship of “sameness” suggested by Chodorow’s theory. Although 
Chodorow maintains that “Because of their mothering by women girls come to 
experience themselves as less separate [from their mothers] than boys” (93), 
the mother-daughter bond is not invulnerable to outside influences. In fact, 
mothering is affected by a variety of sources outside the mother-child bond.
Yet, Chodorow’s theory of mothering can be embellished by the theory of 
Barbara Katz Rothman. Rothman succinctly explains how these outside 
influences on the mother-daughter relationship can alter the supposedly 
intimate mother-daughter bond. She maintains that
. . .  genitalia are not the only source of sameness and difference between 
mothers and their children. . .  We identify with, and distance ourselves 
from, our children in uncountable ways in the course of our mothering: 
appearance, temperament, skills, talent, interests, style-characteristics
both born and bred. And our children do the same with u s ___(221)
As Rothman’s analysis affirms, the Young Woman’s situation in life has 
distanced her from the kind of close mother-daughter relationship emphasized 
by Chodorow’s theory of “sameness.” Still, the mother-daughter relationship of 
“difference” influences the Young Woman’s eventual decision not to nurture her 
child.
After many reservations, the Young Woman begins the swift journey 
toward her enforced motherhood by conceding to her only option: a loveless 
marriage to her boss, Mr. J. Her freedoms violated and her choices controlled, 
the Young Woman reluctantly gives birth to Mr. J.’s child. As Rothman asserts,
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“In a patriarchal society, men use women to have their children” (43), controlling 
women’s choices in order to protect the male seed. For the Young Woman, 
motherhood has not been a choice, nor coincided with her dreams. Her 
pregnancy is an expected outcome of the enforced institution of marriage to Mr. 
J. However, as Rothman emphasizes, now that she is Mr. J.’s wife, the Young 
Woman is expected to mother Mr. J’s children.
Not only does society anticipate that the Young Woman will nurture her 
husband’s child, but Mr. J. also fully expects her to do so, according to 
Rothman’s analysis of the patriarchy. Following the birth of the child, the Young 
Woman’s initial reaction to her husband’s visit to the hospital is one of disgust, 
emphasized by the symptom of her gagging. Still, the Husband is undaunted 
by her unwillingness to see him. He speaks to the Young Woman as if 
enthusiasm is the one proper reaction to her newborn:
i
. . .  I know all you’ve been through but-- {YOUNG WOMAN signs [to 
him] Wo.’ } Oh, yes I do! I know all about it! I was right outside all the 
time! {YOUNG WOMAN makes violent gesture of ‘No.’ . . . }  Oh yes! But 
you’ve got to brace up now! Make an effort! Pull yourself together!. . .  Oh 
I’ve been down--but I haven’t stayed down. I’ve been licked but I haven’t 
stayed licked! I’ve pulled myself up by my own bootstraps, and that’s 
what you’ve got to do! (Treadwell 275-276)
The Husband’s declarations in this episode sound more like a motivational 
speech for his office workers than the words of comfort and encouragement one 
would hope to receive from one’s spouse. His feigned empathy for the Young 
Woman’s feelings about her labor further alienates the Young Woman from her 
own body.
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In this scene, Rothman’s theory of the patriarchy seems applicable, when 
she argues: “Women do not gain their rights to their children as mothers, but as 
father equivalents, as equivalent sources of seed” (37). As Rothman would 
contend, women may physically bear the children, but in patriarchal society, the 
paternal relationship of child to father is central. Because of this paternal 
relationship, the Husband expects the Young Woman to feel privileged to be 
allowed a part in the creation of his child.
When the Husband’s ignorant proddings do not move the Young 
Woman, the Doctor arrives to provide medical insight. He soon discovers that 
his patient's milk has not come yet, and decides it must be forced. Speaking to 
the Nurse, the Doctor commands:
Put the child to breast. {YOUNG WOMAN-[shakes her head] N o-no!'- 
[the sound of a ] Riveting machine[is heard]} No? Don't you want to 
nurse your baby? {YOUNG WOMAN signs 'No.' [by shaking her head]} 
Why not? [No response] These modern neurotic women, eh, Doctor? 
What are we going to do with 'em? {YOUNG DOCTOR laughs NURSE 
smiles.] Bring the baby! YOUNG WOMAN: No! (Treadwell 276-277)
In this scene the Doctor implicitly believes the Young Woman’s body is an 
instrument of technology, a machine for making babies. His harsh treatment of 
the Young Woman to enforce maternal behavior she does not possess, is 
evidence of the potentially stifling effects of technology on mothering.
The ideology of technology, as Rothman confirms, has encouraged the 
virtual “mechanization” of mothering, allowing society to “see people as made 
up of machines and part of larger machines” (28). From the Doctor’s 
technological perspective, the Young Woman should be perfectly capable, due
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to her anatomy, of feeding and nurturing her child. The Doctor acts as a master 
mechanic, instructing his assistant (the Nurse) to force the lever of an 
uncooperative machine. In this case, the Young Woman’s refusal to mother the 
child makes her an ineffecient machine: a flaw in technology.
The technological flaw demonstrated in the Young Woman’s refusal to 
mother can also be supported by Rothman’s capitalistic critique of mothering. 
According to Rothman’s analysis, in a capitalistic society mothers are not just 
perceived as machines, but they are the workers who provide the resources to 
produce children. Children, then, become products which command a profit 
and further support the market as consumers. In Machinal, the Doctor 
emphasizes the importance of children to capitalism by insisting that the Young 
Woman must nurture her child:
DOCTOR: . . .  You don’t want your baby?
YOUNG WOMAN: No.
DOCTOR: What do you want?
YOUNG WOMAN: Let alone-let alone.
DOCTOR: Bring the baby. (Treadwell 277)
Although the Doctor does inquire about the Young Woman’s feelings, his 
primary concern is for the child as a product which requires the biological 
reinforcement of its producer-the mother.
The Doctor’s interests become apparent when Rothman’s theory of 
capitalism is applied to the text. Although Rothman admits that such an 
economically-based interest in children “may seem farfetched . . .  [the changes 
brought about by capitalism have altered the former view of ] . . .  children as 
workers to children as commodities” (27). The Doctor in Machinal is proof of a
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capitalistic influence on mothering as he assures the Young Woman she had 
better tend to the product of her work-the child. For if she fails to meet the 
requirements of society, the Young Woman fails to support the capitalistic 
system. Children are valuable for their double-contribution to capitalism, both 
as products and as consumers.
The ideologies of technology and capitalism are enforced upon the 
Young Woman most noticeably by the Doctor and the Husband, but Machinal 
also depicts a woman character who is involved in the patriarchal, 
technological, and capitalistic coercion of the Young Woman to mother. In 
Episode Four the character of the Nurse questions the Young Woman chattily 
about her new baby girl. The Young Woman remains silent, only shaking or 
nodding her head in response:
NURSE: . . .  Aren’t you glad it’s a girl? {YOUNG WOMAN makes sign 
with her head ‘No.’ } You’re not! Oh, my! That’s no way to talk! Men 
want boys--women ought to want girls. {No response} Maybe you didn't 
want either, eh? {YOUNG WOMAN signs "No" [while the sound of a] 
Riveting Machine [is heard]} You'll feel different when it begins to nurse. 
You'll just love it then. Your milk hasn't come yet-has it? {[YOUNG 
WOMAN responds by signing] . . . ‘No'} It will! {[YOUNG WOMAN 
responds by signing]. . .  No'} Oh, you don't know Doctor!. . .
(Treadwell 275)
Although the Young Woman should know her own body and feelings better 
than anyone else, the Nurse paints an idyllic picture of motherhood, certain she 
and the Doctor can fix the Young Woman’s “problem.”
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Despite the Nurse’s assumptions, Chodorow’s theory of mothering would 
support the Young Woman’s adamant knowledge of her own body. Chodorow 
argues:
. . .  there is nothing in parturient women's psychology which makes 
[women] particularly suited to later child care, nor is there any instinctual
reason why they should be able to perform i t -----The biological
argument for women's mothering is based on facts that derive, not from 
our biological knowledge, but from our definition of the natural situation 
as this grows out of our participation in certain social arrangements. (30) 
Chodorow emphasizes herein that while there is no evidence to suggest that 
women are destined to nurture children, society has already affixed the “proper” 
standards for women’s mothering. When the Young Woman does not respond 
as she is expected to respond, the Nurse merely glosses over her 
unconventional reaction to mothering, secure in the knowledge that the Young 
Woman will eventually conform to society’s expectations.
The Nurse complies with society’s expectations by idealizing the role of 
the mother, as Dally theorizes. During Episode Four, the Nurse reassures the 
Young Woman with phrases like “You’re getting along f ine. . .  You’ll feel 
different when [the baby] begins to nursa You’ll just love it then” (Treadwell 
275). In these comments made by the Nurse, Daily’s theory of the idealization 
of motherhood is suggested. Here, the Nurse contributes to society’s 
idealization of mothering, which induces women to accept the responsibility of 
mothering without considering other options.
Despite the Young Woman’s reluctance to submit, she is eventually 
forced to comply with society’s idealized picture of mothering. As the Young
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Woman’s situation in Machinal illustrates, “By being idealized, [mothers] could 
be controlled and, when necessary, denigrated” (Dally 97). In the text of 
Machinal, societal control of women’s mothering is maintained when both men, 
and women like the Nurse, value mothering as woman’s sole destiny.
Though the Nurse complies with society’s expectations, she does 
provide a rare moment of human understanding in the text. When the Doctor 
intends to force the Young Woman to nurse her child, the Nurse suggests 
"maybe we better not [bring the baby]" (Treadwell 277). Yet the Doctor's 
response overrules the Nurse’s authority as he declares, "I decide what we 
better and better not here, Nurse!" (Treadwell 277). Clearly, a male-dictated life 
of prescribed "choices" is all the Young Woman-or any woman-can expect. 
Highly personal choices, like the choice to mother, are no exception.
Inevitably, as Machinal progresses, the Young Woman strikes out against 
the society that entraps her and limits her mothering choices. In a murder which 
"happens as much to her as to [the victim] her husband" (Atkinson 1), the Young 
Woman tries to gain some control over her life. She finds that the more she tries 
to gain control, the less control she actually has; and eventually the Young 
Woman ends up in prison, convicted of murdering her Husband.
In Episode Nine, as she is being prepared for her execution, the state's 
capital punishment for murder, the Young Woman seems to finally understand 
the source of her oppression. She relates to the character of a Black man who 
sings a Negro spiritual in the background of the scene: “I understand him. He is 
condemned. I understand him” (Treadwell 323). The Young Woman's 
understanding is not simply an acceptance of her impending death; she
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understands this man because she, too, is condemned-slave to a cold, 
unfeeling society.
In her final moments, the Young Woman finally recognizes "the villain [as] 
a rigid society that has no room for human feelings and dreams, especially 
those of women" (Barlow xxvii). As Rothman would suggest, the capitalistic 
goals of this society do not coincide with the dreams of the Young Woman. In a 
poignant moment of reaching out to her Mother, the Young Woman reveals a 
desire to prepare her child for life’s expectations: “Wait! Mother, my child; my 
little strange child! I never knew her! She'll never know me! Let her live, 
Mother. Let her live! Live! Tell her-” (Treadwell 326). The Young Woman 
realizes that someone must tell this chiid, her daughter, about the machine of 
society which awaits, threatening to rob her of her choices as well. Although 
such a moment could be misconstrued as latent maternal instinct, clearly the 
Young Woman's wish is to prepare her daughter for a future in which she can 
demand a life of her own. As both Dally and Chodorow would contend, the 
Young Woman’s concern for her daughter is just that: concern for a new young 
life which is still naive to the gears that grind to lock her into society's 
mechanism. Hope remains for the daughter if only someone will tell her “To 
Live!” (Treadwell 326) and thereby embrace her right to choose.
Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal boidy confronts the issue of mothering by 
depicting a character who is expected to nurture a child simply because she is a 
woman. The Young Woman’s dreams are unimportant; choice is not an issue. 
Society’s expectations eventually lead to the Young Woman’s destruction. As 
the text of Machinal reflects, mothering, when enforced by society and not 
bc.sed on a woman’s individual choice, becomes a source of woman’s
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oppression. The enforced mothering depicted in Treadwell’s Machinal 
contributes to the alienation of the Young Woman, and heightens her reluctance 
to submit to society’s expectations.
THE ABDICATION: CHOOSING NEVER TO MOTHER
CHAPTER III
The Abdication: Synopsis
The Abdication by Ruth Wolff explores the life of a femaie character who 
also chooses not to mother, avoiding childbirth and the responsibility of 
nurturing a child. Based on the seventeenth-century person of Queen Christina 
of Sweden, Wolffs text explores a variety of issues in the life of this unique 
woman. The Abdication takes place primarily at the Vatican in Rome, where 
Christina, tne former Queen of Sweden, has come to profess her new Catholic 
faith to the Pope. Before she is allowed to visit the Pope, however, Christina 
must confess to Cardinal Azzolino. During the course of her confession, 
Christina develops a relationship with the Cardinal, sharing with him glimpses 
of her life Past and present intermingle, as the character of Christina imagines 
scenes and conversations with individuals from her past life in Sweden.
In a very non-linear fashion, Christina, and her counterparts, Tina and 
Chris, recount significant episodes from the past for Azzolino. During the 
course of Christina’s discussions with Azzolino, she speaks of her unusual 
upbringing. In her confession, Christina is aided by the characters of Chris and 
Tina-two very different projections of Christina at a younger age-as well as 
other prominent figures from her former life She tells of her rearing as a boy, to 
rule her country, spurning most womanly qualities and pastimes. Yet,
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eventually, upon reaching maturity as a woman and Queen, Christina is 
expected to fulfill her “duties” by marrying and producing an heir to the Swedish 
throne. Refusing to be controlled, Christina explains how she aggressively 
sought a place where she can live her own life and make her own choices. Of 
her own volition, Christina shares about her choice to abdicate the throne and 
embrace Catholicism and a life in Rome. Azzolino affirms Christina’s choices, 
and the two develop a lasting bond-“a love of equals” (Wolff 11-46). Despite an 
almost spiritual mandate among the Swedish monarchy to provide successors 
to the throne, Christina defies tradition, rejecting the queenly duty of 
motherhood.
The Abdication: Selected Production History
Christina’s decision not to become a mother and produce children for the 
Swedish government is a reflection of the limited options made available to her 
in society. Rather than limiting herself to a stereotypical gender role which 
imposes the value of mothering on women, Christina chooses a gender option 
which best fits her individual desires. In The Abdication. Wolff’s use of three 
individual characters to express the feelings and beliefs of a composite 
character of Christina, provides a richness of gender options within text. This 
multiple-layered character of Christina emphasizes that ths rigidiy-determined 
categories of gender are not sufficient. She fits neither/both of society’s 
categories at the same time. Christina’s choices in mothering are also 
empowered by the presence of the three female gender representations within 
the text of The Abdication.
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Although Wolff’s use of three characters to express the feelings of one 
character does expand the gender options available to Christina, at least one 
critic of The Abdication disagrees. In “The Dilemma of Identity: Theatrical 
Portrayals of a 16th [sic] Century Feminist,” an article discussing Wolff’s play 
and Pam Gems’s Queen Christina, Sally Perkins represents both works as 
unsatisfying examples of feminist dramatic texts. Although Perkins does not 
focus on Christina’s mothering in The Abdication, she does discuss Wolff’s 
treatment of gender in the character of Christina. Perkins remarks “Feminists 
need to see women in power, real and fictional, who mode! an acceptable, non- 
co-optive blend of identities” (213), and argues that this “blending of identities” 
does not occur in The Abdication. Perkins suggests that Christina’s character 
and gender are somehow fixed or unchanging, and challenges that “Feminists 
must nurture the struggle. . .  seeking not an acceptable nesting of identities or 
role model, but welcoming critical and creative thinking to make men’s and 
women’s identities work for their individual, everchanging lives” (213).
Although Perkins’s acknowledgement of the need for multiple gender-roles is 
profound, she overlooks Wolff’s characterization of Chris, Tina, and Christina 
representing one complex character: Queen Christina of Sweden. Chris 
represents Christina’s stronger, “masculine” side, able to rule a country; Tina 
represents Christina’s softer, more “feminine” side, adhering to traditionally- 
accepted women’s roles; and Christina is a blending of these two characters. 
Wolff’s representation of several female gender options is an important critique 
of the constraints society places on gender, and particularly of society’s 
expectation that all women must become mothers.
The Abdication: An Analysis of Christina’s Mothering Choices
The application of Chodorow’s object-relations theory to the mother- 
daughter relationship between Christina and her mother shows how influential 
this relationship may be to Christina’s eventual choice not to become a mother. 
As was perceived in Machinal, this same theory is also useful in detecting the 
influence of the mother-daughter relationship on Christina’s mothering choices. 
Christina relates certain childhood experiences with her mother in her 
confession to Azzolino, revealing the pain her mother endured as both a wife 
and mother.
Christina’s mother, as the wife of a king, accepted, or was forced to give 
in to certain responsibilities, one of which was the duty to produce an heir to the 
throne-a son. In her desperation to fulfill the obligation of motherhood, 
Christina’s mother was subjected to unspeakable horrors. Christina vividly 
describes to Azzolino her mother’s fate, a fate which, by applying Chodorow’s 
theory, can be seen to affect Christina’s own attitudes and beliefs concerning 
motherhood:
Do you know how many times my mother blew up like a whale and then 
blew down again? Again and again and again! And I’m her only living 
child!. . .  Some were washed away before they formed. Some were 
formed and never had a heartbeat. Some came out and saw the world -  
and died. (Wolff 1-59)
This revelation by Christina shows that she has witnessed first-hand the fate of 
royal women who are expected to mother. As Rothman explains, “this can 
mean too many pregnancies or too few; ‘trying again’ for a son” (27). This most
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intimate bond of woman and child is broken by the cruel enforcement of 
childbirth and nurturing described by Christina in The Abdication.
Christina confirms the awful truth of her mother’s experiences when she 
takes on the role of her mother during an episode from the past. For a brief 
moment, Christina voices her mother’s words, referring to a dwarf her mother 
kept as a companion: “Dwarfs bring you luck! They keep out evil spirits. Have 
one with you always when you are with child. Or else you may bring forth a 
creature with skin like scales, or charred, or hairy. Or one with a giant head, but 
no eyes or mouth. Or one-” (Wolff 1-36). Perhaps if one were to finish this 
speech by Christina’s mother, one might find that the “one” she speaks of is a 
child that does not fulfill the requirements imposed on a king’s wife. Perhaps 
the child is one whose gender is wrong for the monarchy; the child she refers to 
may be Christina.
As Christina reenacts these moments from her relationship with her 
mother, her feelings toward her mother become as clear as do her feelings 
toward motherhood: she rejects them both. In reference to her mother, Christina 
makes a candid declaration to Azzolino, saying, “She despised me from the 
moment I was born. I soon learned to return the affection in kind” (Wolff 1-36). 
With this profession of animosity for her mother, Christina calls into question 
Chodorow’s contention that mothers and their daughters inevitably experience 
“sameness” in their relationships, “[contributing] to the reproduction of women 
as mothers” (51). In opposition to Chodorow’s theory, Christina’s situation with 
her mother seems to suggest that her distaste for motherhood has developed, at 
least in part, from a mother-daughter relationship fraught with difficulty.
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Christina’s difficult relationship with her mother has produced in Christina 
a general loathing for motherhood, but it has also caused her to question the 
naturalness of motherhood. Though motherhood has been presented to her as 
the one “natural” role which women must fulfill, Christina shows her suspicion 
about the naturalness of the birthing process in a conversation with her friend, 
Ebba Sparre, who is pregnant with her first child:
CHRISTINA: Why don’t you get up and scream?
EBBA: Why?
CHRISTINA: For the pain on your baby’s birth day.
EBBA: Women have managed it before.
CHRISTINA: The creatures are so large. Those solid heads. And such a
small place to come out of.
EBBA: Nature’s with you at the proper moment.
CHRISTINA: Is she? Always? (Wolff 1-59)
Christina, having witnessed her own mother’s problems with childbirth and 
nurturing, now questions the efficiency of nature.
Christina’s calling into question the naturalness of mothering is 
reminiscent of Daily’s argument that “Part of the idealization of mothers has 
been the spread of attitudes which are intolerant toward individual variations in 
[women]” (289). In accord with Dally, Chodorow contends that it is 
unreasonable to “require or force [a woman] to provide adequate parenting 
unless she, to some degree and on some unconscious or conscious level, has 
the capacity and sense of self as maternal to do so” (33). Yet, in spite of her 
theory of the reproduction of mothering Chodorow refutes, along with Dally, 
society’s pronouncement that motherhood is a natural process to which every
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woman must expose herself. This is an assumption which limits the choices 
available to women like Christina.
When individual circumstances are considered, The Abdication’s 
Christina is undoubtedly one variation among countless women who choose 
not to become mothers. By choosing not to mother, Christina attacks society’s 
pronouncement of the naturalness of mothering. Concurring with Christina’s 
suspicions about the nurturing of children, theorist Ethel Albert, author of “The 
Unmothered Woman,” asserts:
. . .  all this talk of the naturalness of maternity is really not very 
meaningful. Mothers or unmothered women [women who choose not to 
mother] are individuals. Biologically-that is, naturally--they are 
differentiated from each other on a long continuum of variability. (29) 
Albert supports Daily’s argument that to simply declare motherhood “natural” is 
to label many women from a variety of circumstances “unnatural.” Although 
others have tried to convince Christina that it is “natural” and right to expect 
women to mother, Christina’s experiences with her own mother have shown her 
that mothering can be a horrible and unnatural experience.
Yet, Christina’s decision to reject motherhood stems from more than 
sheer disgust at her mother’s countless, enforced pregnancies. Her refusal to 
become a mother is also influenced by a patriarchal society’s demands on 
mothering. Christina clearly sees that patriarchal authority is maintained 
through women’s mothering. Christina was herself raised as a boy to rule as a 
man wouid rule, and has enjoyed the freedom boys tend to receive in a 
patriarchal society. Ironically, Christina might have continued to reign as a 
“man” v'ould reign, yet, her advisors and her country expect her to become what
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she was raised not to be--a woman. Christina explains this dichotomy to 
Azzolino, her confessor:
They tutored me night and day on Aristotle and Plato. They taught me 
mathematics and geometry until I could do them in my sleep. They made 
sure I knew Latin, French, Spanish, Greek, economics, poetry, diplomacy 
— but what they were really raising me for was for breeding! (Wolff I-64) 
Though raised as a patriarch, Christina later discovers her sole purpose is to 
provide an heir, thus fulfilling the desires of the patriarchal Swedish Council, as 
Rothman contends “Motherhood in a patriarchal society is what mothers and 
babies signify to men” (27). Although Christina is raised as a queen, her station 
in life does not provide an escape from her duty as a woman to bear children.
In Christina’s case, Rothman’s analysis of the patriarchy might be taken a 
step further to argue that women, whether royal or common, signify motherhood 
to men. The Swedish Council values Christina primarily for her anatomy. She 
is appreciated for her ability to “bear the children of men” (Rothman 30), and to 
carry on the lineage of a deceased king, her father. Christina’s duty to produce 
an heir is a purely patriarchal requirement.
Further in Christina’s disclosure of her dilemma to Azzolino, Daily’s 
theory of patriarchal constraints on mothering is applicable Daily’s concept of 
the idealization of motherhood includes detailed information about the 
restrictions society places upon the female gender in mothering. Christina 
expresses her disdain for these gender constraints in the following description 
of the “privileges” she is afforded as a woman, and as Queen of Sweden:
By reason of my exalted rank and privilege, I am allowed anything i want.
I am allowed to marry a man I do not love. I am allowed, by night, to
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submit to God-knows-what idiotic tumblings and horrors, and by day to 
rule the tumbler and the entire world. I am allowed, after these exquisite 
nocturnal pleasures, to blow up like a cow, and stumble around, fingers, 
face, breasts and paunch enormous. And after months of this comic self­
entertainment I am allowed to bring forth, in unimaginable pain, a dwarf, 
a monster, a vegetable, or, if by chance I am supremely fortunate, -- 
another creature like myself. (Wolff 1-74)
Herein, and also later in Wolff’s text, Christina laments the reality of being a 
“creature,” who cannot conform to society: “Look at my man-woman brain, my 
man-woman heart, my man-woman body! Look at me! Two sexes! Both at 
once and neither!” (Wolff 11-34). With these utterances Christina expresses her 
rage at being subjected to society’s narrow categories of gender, including the 
prescriptions on women’s mothering; and in her horrific description, she further 
questions society’s idealized view of motherhood. For Christina, society’s 
idealization of motherhood is not enough to make her submit to the gender 
constraints implied by such idealization. Christina’s choices challenge both the 
concept of idealization and the narrow gender categories which go along with 
the idealization of motherhood
Chodorow also decries society’s idealized concept of gender in a fashion 
similar to Christina, asserting that
Societies . . .  make of these biological variations two and only two 
genders. On the basis of presumed biology, they pronounce all infants 
male or female at birth, assume that the social fact of two and only two 
genders is isomorphic with biology, and elaborate their social 
organization of gender on this basis. (15-16)
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Christina’s struggle with the idealization of motherhood stems from society’s 
requirement that she must choose between only two strictly-defined and 
idealized “choices,” as Chodorow affirms. Christina finds society’s idealization 
of motherhood to be especially stifling and limiting because she does not fit 
within either of the idealized gender norms.
Christina’s rebellion against the idealization of motherhood and its 
carefully-defined gender norms is atypical. As Dally points out, women have 
been idealized, and thereby defined by men in patriarchal society as the 
nurturers and bearers of children to the extent that “Most people, including 
mothers, have internalized the situation so that they take it for granted, do not 
question it and are unaware of its implications” (106). Christina’s adamant 
refusal to mother challenges Daily’s theory of society’s idealization of 
motherhood.
In addition to society’s idealization of motherhood, the Church also 
presses Christina to accept the role of nurturer. As Cardinal Azzolino reminds 
Christina, the Church views motherhood as the sacred duty of women:
CHRISTINA: Nuns don’t marry, and nuns are praised in the Church.
AZZOLINO: And so are mothers. (Wolff 11-14)
Azzolino’s remark emphasizes the fact that mothers, like the Virgin Mary, are 
highly regarded in the Church, as in other patriarchal institutions. It seems that 
Christina is unable to escape the patriarchal idealization of motherhood no 
matter where she goes.
In order to escape the duty, not just of the crown, but the idealized “duty” 
of producing an heir, Christina empowers herself by choosing abdication over 
what she imagines will be a horrible life: domination of a husband, as well as
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the continual responsibility of, first producing an heir, then nurturing the 
unwanted child. Christina’s abdication and conversion to the Catholic Church, 
which celebrates virginity, allows Christina to select a possible option not 
presented to her in patriarchal culture In her choice to reject the traditional role 
of mother, Christina refuses to submit to either of the two idealized gender 
stances in society, opting for a third, undefined stance. Christina’s choices, like 
the choices made by the Young Woman of Machinal, develop out of her 
individual circumstances rather than society’s prescriptions on women’s 
mothering. Although mothering is treated by the patriarchal Swedish Council 
and the Church as the only “natural” and socially-acceptable option for women, 
Christina defies definition within The Abdication.
CHAPTER IV
THE HEIDI CHRONICLES: CHOOSING TO NURTURE
The Heidi Chronicles: Synopsis
In contrast to Machinal’s Young Woman’s choice not to nurture her child, 
and Christina’s choice to reject the role of mother in The Abdication, Heidi of 
The Heidi Chronicles chooses to adopt and raise a child on her own. Not only 
does Heidi not choose pregnancy, but she chooses to raise her daughter 
outside the traditional institution of marriage. The Heidi Chronicles, like the 
texts of Machinal and The Abdication, does not focus exclusively on women’s 
mothering. Yet by applying various theories of Dally, Chodorow, and Rothman 
to the text, Heidi’s choice to mother can be illuminated. Heidi’s choice to mother 
in a non-tradiiional fashion is only one choice among many other departures 
from traditional life choices. Heidi’s departures from sterotypical choices 
underscore her non-traditional choice of single parenthood.
The Heidi Chronicles depicts Wasserstein’s central character Heidi at 
various stages during her life. Beginning at a high school dance in the mid- 
1960s, Wasserstein’s play takes Heidi through college, her introduction to the 
women’s movement, and the beginning of her career as an art history professor. 
Along the way, Heidi is able to observe a variety of perspectives through her 
well-meaning friends and aquaintances, and is often advised how to conduct
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her own life. Despite moments of loneliness and sheer disillusionment, Heidi 
finds her own way, embracing her own unique choices.
One of Heidi’s most controversial choices is to adopt a child to raise on 
her own. Although the Eighties have promised her she can-ar,d should-“have 
it all,” meaning a husband, children, and career, Heidi chooses her own version 
of what having it ail means. Single and happily centered on a career as an art 
history professor, Heidi adopts a baby girl. Choosing to raise her daughter 
alone, Heidi feels she does not need a man to father, nor to help raise her child, 
hollowing the example of her earlier non-traditional choices within The Heidi 
Chronicles, Wasserstein’s Heidi makes this non-traditional decision on her own. 
Through the selected theories of Dally, Rothman, and Chodorow, Heidi’s 
choices in mothering can be illuminated.
The Heidi Chronicles: Selected Production History
Although Wasserstein’s The Heidi Chronicles received both a Pulitzer 
Prize and a “Tony” in 1989, reviews of the play have been mixed. In feminist 
circles Wasserstein is often criticized for Heidi’s choice to adopt a child at the 
end of the play. As Helene Keyssar explains in a Theatre Journal review of The 
Heidi Chronicles, “When we meet Heidi for the last time with her newly adopted 
baby, she is ‘waiting’ for something, perhaps for a new world and new 
generation in which her baby daughter’s voice will be different and will be 
heard” (98). Keyssar’s critique portrays Heidi as a passive woman who adopts 
a child, not only because she thinks it is her natural role in life to mother, but 
also with the hope that her daughter’s voice will someday be heard. Similarly,
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Kathy Acker asserts that “According to Wasserstein, the values of our women’s 
lives are still determined by our sexual organs, especially our wombs” (44). 
Acker and Keyssar accuse Wasserstein of supporting tradition, arguing that The 
Heidi Chronicles succumbs to the “myth of motherhood” by presenting 
mothering as a stereotypical value for all women.
Criticism of The Heidi Chronicles is not limited to feminist interpretations 
accusing Wasserstein of supporting the “myth of motherhood.” Even some 
favorable reviews tend to ignore the complexity of Heidi’s choice to mother. For 
instance, Mel Gussow praises Heidi’s decision to adopt a child saying: “To our 
pleasure, the endearing character [of Heidi] finally finds selfless fulfillment” 
(385). Unfortunately, Gussow’s review portrays Heidi’s choice to adopt a child 
as the stereotypical act a woman whose true purpose in life is to mother 
selflessly. Although Gussow’s comment is meant to betaken in a positive light, 
his glorification of society’s stereotypical depiction of mother as selfless nurturer 
is limiting.
With closer analysis, Heidi’s choice to adopt a child becomes far more 
than the idealized act depicted by Gussow, or the biological mandate 
suggested by Keyssar and Acker. Contrary to the impressions of these three 
critics, The Heidi Chronicles is not about a woman whose choice to mother 
defers feminism to future generations, nor is Heidi a feminist’s maternity-driven 
nightmare; she is a woman who makes a careful decision.
Wasserstein emphasizes Heidi’s care with decision-making in an 
interview for Arden Fingerhut’s Theatre: Choice in Action. Wasserstein states: 
“The play was criticized by many women because Heidi seemed too passive, 
but there is a difference between a person who is passive and one who is an
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observer” (61). Wasserstein’s intention seems to speak to the needs of women 
who look like mere observers, but truly do make their own quiet, but courageous 
decisions. As she asserts:
I was angry and concerned about a woman’s place onstage in the 
theatre. There is a contemporary notion that a woman shouldn’t be on 
the sidelines . . .  Heidi’s best friend Susan changes her act every four 
years, but Heidi is a reflective and careful person (andactive-she joins 
the women’s movement, she adopts the baby). (60)
As Wasserstein’s comments reflect, the “contemporary notion” that a female 
character who does not react immediately is not a dynamic character is simply 
not true. Heidi’s choice to adopt a child, rear it, and nurture it alone is proof that 
she is far from passive.
The Heidi Chronicles: An Analysis of Heidi’s Mothering Choices
Wendy Wasserstein’s The Heidi Chronicles explores the life choices 
made by the central character, Heidi, whose life demonstrates the strength 
needed to make choices based solely on her own needs and desires. 
Eventually, this self-determination leads Heidi to adopt a child on her own. 
Despite a constant flow of advice and directions from the other characters in the 
play, Heidi keeps her individual goals and values intact.
As early as scene two, Heidi makes her stance concerning women’s 
rights and motherhood very clear. In a witty exchange with Scoop Rosenbaum, 
whom she has just met at a “Eugene McCarthy Mixer,” Heidi quips:
HEIDI: All people deserve to fulfill their potential.
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SCOOP: Absolutely.
HEIDI: I mean, why should some well-educated woman waste her life 
making you and your children tuna fish sandwiches? (Wasserstein 20) 
Heidi succinctly points out to Scoop that a woman, sacrificing her own dreams 
and goals, is expected to cater to the needs of a husband and his children. As 
Rothman’s contends, in marriage “what is valued is the relationship of a man to 
his sons” (30). Even at an early age Heidi is aware of the limits imposed upon 
women in their choices to mother, particularly within the confines of marriage.
Part of Heidi’s hesitancy to have a traditional family is her commitment to 
making choices for herself. Dedicated to her career as a professor of art history, 
Heidi is not willing to settle for the “myth” of wife and homemaker, caring for a 
husband and children before her own needs. She wants a family in which she 
will be what she considers an equal partner. Although Heidi has an off-again- 
on-again relationship with Scoop, the young man from the McCarthy mixer, 
Scoop eventually marries someone who is willing to be a traditional wife and 
mother. During the reception following his wedding, Scoop admits to Heidi 
what she has probably understood since the early stages of their relationship:
. . .  Let’s say we married and I asked you to devote the, say, next ten 
years of your life to me. To making a home and a family and a life so 
secure that I could with some confidence go out into the world each day 
and attempt to get an “A.” You’d say “No.” You’d say “Why can’t we be 
partners? Why can’t we both go out into the world and get an ‘A’?” And 
you’d be absolutely valid and correct. (Wasserstein 55)
Scoop’s basic interest in marriage is to fulfill the patriarchal expectations he has 
been raised under: to find a wife who will bear his children. Essentially, for
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Scoop, “Women, in this system, bear the children of men” (Rothman 30). In 
marrying Lisa, Scoop acquires a traditional wife who will also take care of his 
children. Even Scoop’s acknowledgement that Heidi has as much right to fulfill 
her goals as he does, is of no consequence to him. Scoop still insists on 
securing a relationship in which his goals come first.
Although Scoop is important to Heidi, she understands clearly that 
marriage to him would mean sacrificing her own career. For Heidi the limits 
implied by such a relationship are simply not acceptable, as Rothman’s theory 
might say of Scoop’s patriarchal expectations of a wife. Similarly, de Beauvoir 
asserts in The Second Sex that “it is only in marriage that the mother is 
glorified--tha* is, only when she is subordinated to the husband” (586). 
Subordination to a husband is not among the options Heidi would choose for 
herself.
Like her decison to forego the traditional institution of marriage, Heidi’s 
non-traditional choices are a source of empowerment. Yet, it can be seen that 
Heidi does not reject the possibility of motherhood. Even in the early stages of 
her life, Heidi alludes to future possibilities of nurturing children. In Act One, 
scene three, when she visits a women’s consciousness-raising group with her 
friend, Susan, Heidi seems uncomfortable sharing with the group. Her friend, 
Fran encourages Heidi to speak out:
Heidi, every woman in this room has been taught that the desires and 
dreams of her husband, her son, her boss are much more important than 
her own. And the only way to turn that around is for us, right here, to try to 
make what we want, what we desire, to be as vital to us as it would 
undoubtably be to any man. (Wasserstein 29)
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Ran helps Heidi to realize that the women in the “CR group” feel the same 
doubts she does: they have all been taught to defer to the desires of others. 
Later Heidi responds, “I hope our daughters never feei like us. I hope all our 
daughters feel so fucking worthwhile. Do you promise we can accomplish that 
much, Fran?” (Wasserstein 31). Even as early as several years before adopting 
a child, it would seem that Heidi’s already planning to eventually have a child- 
one whom she will teach to reject the limitations of gender embraced by her 
generation and past generations.
Although Heidi is empowered by her own non-traditonal choices, most of 
her friends seem to feel a woman must first be married to have children. In Act 
Two, scene one, at a baby shower honoring Scoop’s wife, Lisa, Heidi discusses 
the prospects of having a family with her friends:
DENISE: I’m sorry, but there’s absolutely no one. And once my career’s 
in place, I definitely want to have my children before I’m thirty. I mean, 
isn’t that what you guys fought for? So we could‘have it all.’ Don’t you 
want to have a family, Heidi?
HEIDI: Yes, I hope so.
SUSAN: Well, you almost got married in England.
BETSY: But what happened?
HEIDI: Well, I got this job at Columbia and he wanted to stay in London. 
(Wasserstein 70)
Heidi refuses to settle for a marriage partner who will not consider her career as 
equally important. In contrast to Heidi, Denise expresses the desperate need to
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find a man before its ‘loo late” for her to have a baby. Unlike Denise, Heidi 
does not impose a biological time limit on her choices to mother.
Later, Denise emphasizes the superiority of her own life choices. Denise 
finally succeeds in finding a man to father her children, and tells Heidi: “I can’t 
imagine my life without my husband or my baby Max. My friends want to get 
married in their twenties, have their first baby by thirty and make a pot of money, 
it’s just much more together than your generation (Wasserstein 89). Herein, 
Denise presumes that having it “together” means getting married and having 
children by a certain age. She completely discredits the lives of women like 
Heidi whose choices ^ift from hers. Denise assumes that Heidi regrets not 
having a traditional family, but as Rothman asserts, “Regret will be a theme in 
the lives of women [only when] we are without power to make [the] choices we 
need to make for ourselves” (129-130). Consistently, Heidi makes non- 
traditional choices, refusing to alter her plans just to please someone else.
Heidi’s eventual decision to mother develops out of her willingness to 
make non-traditonal choices, and her desire to effect change. Removed from 
the traditional structure of patriarchal marriage, in which the wife serves the 
husband’s needs by bearing his children, Heidi is free to pursue her own 
interest in nurturing a child. As Ursula Pfafflin describes in “Mothers in a 
Patriarchal World,” the oppressive nature of mothering is often a result of male 
domination in patriarchal marriage. The act of mothering, itself, is not the 
source of oppression: “Women have not escaped the heavy damage done to 
human beings in our culture. Giving birth became a burden for women because 
it forced them to accept male domination in its many forms, to pursue male 
interests by female means” (Pfafflin 21). Heidi’s decision to nurture a child is
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certainly not the pursuit of “male interests by female means” as some critics 
might suggest. By refusing the narrow range of options accepted in society, 
Heidi intends to counteract patriarchal oppression, choosing to mother in her 
own non-traditional way.
In her decision to mother, Heidi includes the non-traditional choice of 
adopting a child, certainly not a typical choice. Even in telling her peers about 
her choice to adopt, she avoids a dreamy depiction of motherhood, saying “I've 
never been particularly maternal. I'm not real practiced at sharing”
(Wasserstein 116). Heidi explains to Scoop that her decision to adopt a child 
has nothing to do with biology or maternal instinct. As Chodorow points out, 
maternal instinct and biology “do not provide adequate explanations for how 
women come to mother” (205). Heidi emphasizes that her choice to mother 
does not derive from society’s idealized notions of the naturalness of mothering, 
succinctly refuted by Chodorow’s argument.
Again, in a non-traditional way, Heidi avoids idealizing motherhood, 
although those around her still seem to regard mothering as a purely womanly 
pastime. When Scoop unintentionally refers to Heidi’s adoption as a reflection 
of her gender’s life-goals, Heidi quickly corrects his mistake:
HEIDI: Wart a minute! Why is my baby my ten, and your work is your
ten?
SCOOP: I didn’t mean it that way.
HEIDI: Well, it certainly came out that way. I’m not some empty vessel.
(Wasserstein 114)
As this brief exchange illustrates, Heidi refuses to let anyone categorize her 
choice to nurture a child as stereotypical.
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Yet, as Barbara Kachur admits “Heidi’s choice at the play’s conclusion to 
adopt a daughter has sparked cavilling by feminists who regard it either as a 
cop-out or, ironically, the wrong choice” (34). Indeed, many feminist critics feel 
Heidi’s choice to mother supports the “myth of motherhood.” Although Kachur 
succinctly states the arguments put forth by many feminist theorists, Dally 
rejects even the existence of such a “myth of motherhood,” asserting: “it is clear 
that what [feminists] are really writing about is oppression and the oppressive 
aspects of motherhood . . ( 1 8 3 ) .  According to Dally, the motherhood myth 
criticized by feminist theorists actually refers to the idealization of motherhood, 
and to women’s oppression resulting from idealization. As Daily’s assertion 
suggests, Heidi does not succumb to a myth since no such myth exists.
Although Heidi’s choice to mother does not please many feminists, Dally 
suggests In a much more encompassing way that the real issue is a lack of 
attention given to the issue of mothering by feminist critics. Alluding to Betty 
Friedan’s text, The Feminine Mystique, Dally contends that
. . .  ignoring and trivializing motherhood is a means of denying its 
problems and conflicts. If the feminine mystique was the “problem that 
had no name” for unliberated women, one might say that motherhood is 
the problem that cannot be faced by modern feminists. (179)
Dally seems to imply that embracing the choices surrounding motherhood is a 
challenge for feminism. Joan Walsh agrees in her article entitled “The Mother 
Mystique.” Reiterating Daily’s challenge, Walsh quotes Arlie Hochschild, 
saying: “ ‘feminism is infinitely easier when you take motherhood out, but then it 
speaks to fewer women’ ” (102). Hochschild, like Dally, recognizes that 
feminism may lose credibility with women-like Heidi--who choose to mother,
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when it ignores their choice. Rothman concurs with both Dally and Walsh on 
this point, stating: “The problem is not the mothering, it’s the circumstances: the 
limitations imposed on us in our mothering” (214).
Ail of these critics admit to the problem of dealing with motherhood within 
the field of feminist criticism. Heidi’s choice to nurture a child is difficult for 
feminists to accept because motherhood has been idealized as woman’s 
primary function in patriarchal society. Yet, Heidi’s choices would be equally 
controlled if she chose not to mother simply because it might not adhere to 
certain feminist values. Therefore, Heidi’s choice must come first, since “What 
has so often gone wrong in the choices presented to women is not only that 
they are not genuine alternatives, but that they are not the choices that women 
would choose to present themselves” (Midgely and Hughes 52). As the critics 
of Heidi’s choice illustrate, when the myth of motherhood is used as a weapon 
to campaign against women having children, it unfortunately becomes another 
way of controlling women’s choices.
Finally, it would seem that criticism aimed at Heidi’s choice to mother is in 
reaction to an assumed mythical treatment of mothering which does not even 
exist in the context of the play. Nowhere within Wasserstein’s text does Heidi 
idealize or mythologize motherhood. Clearly, Heidi chooses motherhood so 
that she can raise her daughter to embrace her individual choices without the 
same struggles Heidi has encountered. In the closing scene of The Heidi 
Chronicles. Heidi describes the significance of her choice to Scoop: “But,
Scoop, there's a chance. . .  [my child will] never think she's worthless . . . .  And 
maybe, just maybe, things will be a little better. And yes, that makes me hapoy” 
(Wasserstein 116). Heidi believes she will make a difference in her child's life.
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Although Dolan accuses her of “eternally [deferring] feminist achievements to 
more and more distant generations” (54), Heidi is not about to give up her other 
goals, but her daughter's life will be better because Heidi states she will teach 
her daughter to make her individual choices a reality. In raising her daughter to 
make her own decisions and to protect herself against society’s demands, Heidi 
can do what the Young Woman of Machinal was unable to do. Heidi will teach 
her daughter “To Live!” (Treadwell 326).
CONCLUSION: TOLERATING WOMEN’S CHOICES
CHAPTER V
Although few dramas treat mothering as a complex choice, within 
Machinal, The Abdication, and The Heidi Chronicles, the three central 
characters make distinct mothering choices due to highly individual 
circumstances. The Young Woman of Machinal gives birth to a daughter, 
choosing not to nurture the child. Despite her repeated efforts to avoid 
mothering the child, the Young Woman is eventually forced, at least physically, 
to do so. The Abdication’s Queen Christina of Sweden is raised not only to rule 
her country, but she must provide Sweden with an heir to the throne. Defying 
her country’s mandate that she “breed,” Christina chooses abdication over the 
requirement of motherhood. A woman strongly committed to her own 
expectations, Heidi of The Heidi Chronicles defies tradition and expectation by 
choosing to adopt, raise, and nurture a baby daughter on her own. Each of 
these characters makes a unique choice in mothering-unique to her individual 
desires.
The Young Woman of Machinal tries to resist motherhood even after 
giving birth to a child. Her stance toward mothering has developed, in part, from 
her own tenuous relationship with her mother. Rather than looking toward 
motherhood as a way of re-experiencing the intimate mother-daughter bond, as 
Chodorow’s theory would contend, the Young Woman seeks to avoid a mother-
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daughter relationship as she experienced. Yet, mothering is the expected 
outcome of her unwanted marriage, and the Young Woman must submit.
Rothman criticizes the patriarchy’s attempt to control women’s mothering 
through marriage, and would agree with Mary Daly, who asserts that the 
“patriarchy attempts to enforce motherhood by bombarding women with 
propaganda that this is their inevitable destiny” (290-291). Inevitably, the 
Young Woman’s mothering is coerced by members of the patriarchy: the 
Husband, the Doctor, and even the Nurse. Along with patriarchal control, 
Rothman’s theory emphasizes the influences of technology and capitalism on 
women’s mothering. According to Rothman’s contentions, the Young Woman’s 
enforced nurturing experience takes on the mechanical, profit-oriented tone of a 
society driven by technology and capitalism.
Although the combined influences of the patriarchy, technology, and 
capitalism serve as enforcers of the Young Woman’s mothering, those around 
her maintain the notion that nurturing a child is the most natural role for women. 
As Daily’s theory of the idealization of motherhood implies, the Young Woman 
is reminded that motherhood is a beautiful experience for all women-no 
exceptions. However, in concurrence with Daily’s theory, de Beauvoir argues: 
“There is nothing naturalin such an obligation: nature can never dictate a moral 
choice” (583). Despite the apparent complexity of such a choice, the Young 
Woman is allowed no choice: she is entrapped by a society in which 
requirements are disguised as choices. The end result in the world of Machinal 
is the destruction of the Young Woman, who cannot continue to submit. Yet, just 
before she goes to the electric chair, the Young Woman reaches out to tell her 
young daughter to reject society’s expectations and “To live” (Treadwell 326).
The Abdication depicts the character of Queen Christina of Sweden, who 
eventually escapes society’s control and chooses not to become a mother. Like 
the Young Woman of Machinal. Christina's choices in motheri.ig are influenced 
by a strained relationship with her own mother. The mother-daughter 
relationship depicted in The Abdication is one of “difference,” as opposed to 
Chodorow’s theory of “sameness.” Because Christina has witnessed her 
mother’s horrible experiences with childbirth, and felt her mother’s rejection, 
Christina comes to question the naturalness of motherhood. Her decision never 
to mother develops, in part, out of these experiences.
Despite Christina’s adamant refusal of motherhood, the Swedish Council 
is determined to see her adhere to traditional gender roles, by marrying and 
producing an heir to the throne. The patriarchal government tries to manipulate 
Christina’s choices, as Rothman’s criticism of the patriarchy would suggest, by 
demanding she perpetuate the royal line. The patriarchy not only presses 
Christina to fulfill her duty as a woman, but it also encourages Christina to 
embrace the role of mother as her ultimate goal. According to Daily’s theory of 
the idealization of motherhood, patriarchal society uses idealization as a 
method of maintaining women’s mothering. Christina refuses to submit to 
patriarchal gender restrictions, thus defining herself and her own choices.
Heidi of The Heidi Chronicles also succeeds in surpassing the 
restrictions placed upon gender and mothering by choosing to adopt and raise 
a child on her own. Although she is pressured to succumb to society’s 
standards by marrying first and then having children, Heidi carefully weighs her 
options and chooses a non-traditional path. By choosing to mother outside the 
traditional institution of marriage, Heidi avoids the patriarchal control, criticized
by Rothman in her theory of mothering. Heidi’s choice to nurture a child alone 
is just one decision in a long succession of non-traditional choices depicted 
throughout The Heidi Chronicles.
Although Heidi’s choice is not a stereotypical one, Wasserstein’s 
character is often criticized for choosing the “myth of motherhood.” Not only 
have such critics overlooked Heidi’s decision to adopt a child rather than to 
experience pregnancy, but they have over-simplified women’s choices in 
mothering. Dally suggests that the traditional title of the “myth of motherhood” is 
an inappropriate name for the theory she has termed the idealization of 
motherhood. Dally would argue that Heidi does not idealize her choice to 
nurture a child, nor should she be criticized for her choice. As Dally further 
contends, “Because the subject has not been fully faced or explored, 
motherhood is an area in which questioning women’s role has had least impact, 
and the area in which there is the greatest inequality” (168). Judgement of 
Heidi in The Heidi Chronicles, from the sole perspective that motherhood is 
innately oppressive, is just as harmful. Heidi refuses to allow society’s 
oppressive restrictions on mothering to influence her choice; she chooses to 
mother based on her individual desires.
As these selected texts and characters illustrate, mothering is often 
imposed upon women by forces outside themselves. The Young Woman and 
Christina are both expected to mother, despite their apparent reluctance. While 
Christina manages to escape her culture’s requirement, the Young Woman is 
eventually physically coerced by her Doctor to attend to her child. Even for the 
character of Heidi, a certain standard of motherhood is expected. Her friends
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never tire of advising her concerning motherhood; yet, no one expects Heidi to 
choose to become the single mother of an adopted child.
All three characters are influenced by outside forces in their choices.
Each of these characters, regardless of era and influences, is first expected to 
marry, then to become a mother. Society assumes this to be the “natural” 
progression, as Ethel Albert asserts in “The Unmothered Woman,” that 
“motherhood is presented to us as though it were the same for all women and 
as though all women were equally fitted for it” (26). And not only is motherhood 
assumed to be equally desirable for ail women, but “it is only in marriage that 
motherhood is glorified-that is, only when she is subordinated to a husband” 
(de Beauvoir 586). With such narrow limitations surrounding women and their 
mothering, it is not difficult to see that motherhood is controlled and constructed 
in this culture.
However, the theory of the construction of motherhood has been 
influenced by a number of sources, according to such theorists as Ann Dally, 
Nancy Chodorow, and Barbara Katz Rothman. Their selected theories, which 
have supported my examination of the selected dramatic texts, point to several 
specific factors in the shaping of women’s mothering. First, Dally posits the 
theory of the idealization of motherhood, a phenomenon which has successfully 
held women in the role of mother. Chodorow, with her theory of the 
reproduction of mothering, describes the way in which women’s exclusive 
nurturing has been psychologically inherited by daughters. Rothman’s theory 
outlines three significant sources of control over women’s mothering: patriarchy, 
technology, and capitalism. Each of the three theorists emphasizes different 
influences on women’s nurturing of children, yet their combined theories serve
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to illuminate the variety of restrictions placed on the characters within the 
dramatic texts.
Although attempts are made to control women’s mothering by regarding 
it as a requirement or woman’s destiny, as my analysis illustrates, choices in 
mothering are influenced by complex, highly variable factors. Mothering is not 
the inevitable outcome of a woman’s anatomy, nor is it the result of “maternal 
instinct,” a phenomenon which has never been proven. Women should not be 
expected to nurture because society requires it of their gender. My analysis of 
the dramatic texts exemplifies that when such restrictions are placed on 
motherhood, the experience can be destructive, as in the case of the Young 
Woman of Machinal. Even when women are able to choose alternatives to 
society’s mothering options, like the characters of Christina in The Abdication 
and Heidi in The Heidi Chronicles, the circumstances under which they choose 
are unfortunate.
Choices in mothering, as my analysis illustrates, develop out of individual 
circumstances and individual needs and desires. Mothering involves a 
complex choice because
The maternal is personal; the maternal is political. Mothering-whether 
expressed as intimate, private experience, as professional speciality, or 
service work; whether as academic discourse, governmental policy, or 
literary form-cannot be understood apart from the forces of ideology and 
power that surround, suffuse, and shape it at every point. (O’Barr 14-15) 
To suggest that mothering is simply the outcome of nature is to ignore the 
individual women involved, as well as the many influences on their mothering. 
Within the texts of Machinal. The Abdication, and The Heidi Chronicles, the
influences on mothering can be highlighted and analyzed for the restrictions 
they place on mothering.
Through such analysis, these dramas offer lessons about mothering 
choices. One possible lesson, as Mitchell suggests in Woman’s Estate, might 
be that “Once childbearing becomes totally voluntary . . .  its significance is 
fundamentally different; it becomes one option among others” (108). 
Expounding upon Mitchell’s assertion, Dorothy Dinnerstein states that women 
should possess the
. . .  liberty to reject what is oppressive and maiming in our prevailing 
male-female arrangements; liberty to restructure them to fit our 
conception of full humanity, and to restructure them again as that 
conception continues to develop. (Dinnerstein 11)
Liberty in women’s mothering choices should include both the choice not to 
bear children, as well as the choice to nurture children. As the text of Machinal 
îndicates, when women are robbed of the liberty to choose, the result is 
destructive. Even when society does not succeed in suppressing choice, as in 
the texts of The Abdication and The Heidi Chronicles, women suffer. The liberty 
to choose-whatever a woman’s choice may be-is foundational to society’s 
development.
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